This is a rich and fascinating book. Over the years there have been innumerable studies of the history and fortunes of the stately home, but as the nicely graded cadence of his title suggests, Mandler tells a
particular part of this story, what he calls the invention and reinvention of the idea of the country house as the buildings were transformed from symbols of authority to become museums, stripped of all but the merest traces of the political power they once so defiantly embodied. Perhaps we knew much of this, but Mandler's history is so complex and filled with interesting details, it is as if he is writing here about a new topic. The book also abounds in subtle contradictions, as in the opening pages where Mandler notes that, if the idea of the country house has not always hung over us, it is not a fiction imposed on a merely passive people, and the social context of the country house idea was not one of simple continuity but of sometimes remorseless change that led, in ways not equaled perhaps in the other European countries, to neglect and even contempt for the past of which these buildings were so evidently a part.
The term "country house" appeared first in English in 1592, as a rendering of the Italian "casa rurestra" in Richard Dallington's translation of the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili. But not until 1664 do we encounter the common usage, when Samuel Pepys describes someone going "to his country house," that is to say, a house not in the city. Such rural retreats for the rich have long been associated with the Arcadian myth and invested with a notion of the disinterested contemplation of God and nature, the rural Socrates, and 
